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AFRICAN ART. EXHlBlTlON BY THE WHlTE FATHERS, MISSIONARIES LN AFRICA. BARCELONA 
IN SPITE OF THE DIVERSITY OF THE GROUP MAKING UP THE 
CENTRE D'ESTUDIS AFRICANS, THE INTENSE ACTIVITY OF RECENT 
YEARS HAS FORMED A VALUABLE POOL OF IDEAS AND METHODS 
IN THE STUDY OF AFRICAN SOCIETIES. 
A L F R E D  B O S C H  D O C T O R  O F  H l S T O R Y  A N D  P R E S I D E N T  O F  T H E  C E N T R E  D ' E S T U D I S  A F R I C A N S  
L o near and so far. This advertis- ing slogan, used by one of the North-African states to promote 
tourism, could also sum up the ambig- 
uous relationship Catalonia has with 
Africa as a whole. The Catalans are 
proud of their openness, the children of 
a cultural melting-pot and inhabitants of 
a land of passage which has always re- 
ceived the most cosmopolitan of in- 
fluences and the most varied of legacies. 
But with few exceptions, Africa is rniss- 
ing fiom our global perception of the plan- 
et. Beyond the Atlas, the general view 
has been that of a large black hole into 
which carriers, thinkers and statesmen 
never ventured. 
Until the fifties, on an almost pictur- 
esque level, Barcelona had been the fo- 
cus of a small but active commercial re- 
lationship with the Spanish colony of 
Equatorial Guinea -and to a lesser ex- 
tent with the Spanish protectorate of 
Morocco. In the Catalan capital there 
was a curious Casa de Guinea, which at- 
tracted the leading cacao and coffee 
merchants. The work of archaeologists, 
biologists and ethnologists, and the sub- 
sequent creation of the Ethnological 
Museum, were largely intellectual out- 
growths of this material exchange. The 
missionary connection, especially 
through the order of the Claretians, also 
played its part. 
Africa and Franco 
In spite of everything, the fact that Cata- 
lan intellectuals, who were generally op- 
posed to Franco, should have taken an in- 
terest in the African question posed a 
problem. For one thing, General Franco 
had begun the revolt from Africa and the 
best-known Africans were the rebel sol- 
diers who had crossed over to the Penin- 
sula in 1936 accompanied by Moroccan 
troops. Franco did not join the war with 
the Nazis, largely because of what Hitler 
had felt were his exaggerated colonial 
claims in Africa. Franco's expansionism 
grew from Spanish Imperial ideals that 
did not go down very well in Catalan 
academic circles. 
With the defeat of Nazism and Fascism, 
official Africanism came to be a residual 
attitude associated with a nos- 
talgic way of thinking whose 
one objective was to hold on to 
some tiny possessions whatever 
the cost. The Instituto de Estu- 
dios Africanos (IDEA) had links 
with the President's Office and, 
as a result, with the most con- 
servative elements of the Franco 
dictatorship. 
During the seventies, various 
factors helped to turn the con- 
cerns of scientists and humanists 
towards other latitudes. With very 
few exceptions, the abandon- 
ment of the Sahara to Hassan II, 
the trepidation of the political 
transition in Spain and the aggiorna- 
mento in European matters provoked a 
large-scale diversion of Catalan intellec- 
tuals towards the liberal democratic ex- 
periment of the Common Market or, at 
most, towards the revolutionary experi- 
ments of Latin America. 
This was the low point for African stud- 
ies in Catalonia. The generation that had 
coalesced around the missionary mag- 
azine Agermanament and progressive 
Catholicism lost its initial consistency. 
Similarly, a small group of amateurs 
worked for some time in the framework 
of research institutions, but soon broke 
up and opted for a diaspora that was 
more than fitting, making the African 
continent their second home. 
On the whole, vocations materialized in- 
dividually and in their lay modality -in 
ather words, in learning and intellectual 
evangelization. The main thing was to 
taste the hopes and frustrations of inde-. 
pendent Africa in the field. The con- 
nection with the academic world, in 
view of the gloomy state of Catalan uni- 
versities, where for a long time there 
was no course available in African his- 
tory, for example, was established 
mainly through specialists in the old co- 
lonial metropolises. 
The Centre for African Studies 
The one thing that came out of this dis- 
persion was a break with the past. The 
general disorder of black African states, 
and especially of their economies, en- 
couraged the exiles to return. At the end 
of the eighties, the Grup d'Estudis Afri- 
cans was formed at Barcelona University 
and soon became an independent centre, 
the CEA. The repatriates coincided with 
a group of anthropologists and historians 
a place in the photographic albums and 
the imagination of many Catalans. 
Furthermore, the Africanist school in 
Barcelona has managed to make its niche 
in the European framework. In 1991 the 
CEA became one of the founder mem- 
bers of the European Association of Afri- 
canist Centres (AEGIS), at present 
formed by seven institutions from seven 
Community states. 1 would venture to 
say, without false modesty, that the un- 
usual approach by Catalan experts has 
been received with admiration by their 
European colleagues. 
based in Barcelona and with a second 
generation of up and coming Africanists 
formed by students and graduates. 
Within a few years, the CEA was to set 
off a minor revolution in the field of Afri- 
can studies. At the Faculty of Geography 
and History, the annual gatherings for 
African Study Week brought leading ex- 
perts from all over the world. The maga- 
zine Studia Africana gradually built up a 
collection of research articles like no 
other in our country before that time. The 
CEA working groups, arranged by fields 
of geographical or thematic interest, 
brought a powerful dynamism to the in- 
tellectual debate. 
The Catalan context has undoubtedly 
helped to consummate this revival. Co- 
operation with Africa, both institutional 
and non-governmental, has proved to be 
a flourishing field. Regional conflicts 
such as those in Liberia, Somalia or 
Ruanda have brought unwanted media 
fame to certain situations. The spectacu- 
lar increase in cultural, ecologic or safa- 
ri tourism, in spite of its limitations, has 
helped earn our neighbouring continent 
Africa and the Catalan Differentiating 
Factor 
In spite of the diversity of the 
group making up the CEA, the 
intense activity of the last few 
years has resulted in a pool of 
ideas and methods for the study 
of African societies. First of all, 
the ideological distance from the 
Spanish colonial adventure gives 
a viewpoint free of neo-colonial 
interests aná intentions, some- 
thing which is not at al1 obvious 
in Paris, London, Lisbon or Ma- 
drid. While the capital's Africa- 
nists have had to sweat to shake 
off their Francoist legacy and the 
self-righteousness of the old 
IDEA, in Catalonia the problem has not 
even arisen. Spain's meagre colonial pres- 
ente in Africa, for example, or the ob- 
sessive defence of Hispanicism in Gui- 
nea, for another, have had very little be- 
aring on the work produced in our 
country. 
A second line of intellectual complicity, 
which has set this school apart from the 
style of the Peninsular centre and the ma- 
jority of European capitals, has been the 
development of a unique view on ques- 
tions of identity or ethnicity. While 
others tend to look on the ethnic phenom- 
enon as a source of conflicts -in other 
words, as a problem-, in Catalonia it has 
been looked on more as a component of 
plural realities, as an element needing to 
be understood, rather than condemned. 
Needless to say, Catalan reality, felt and 
lived with naturalness, has been decisive 
in promoting this awareness. 
The Centre dlEstudis Africans is a non- 
profit-organisation with premises at Via 
Laietana, 54, 4rt, 3a. 08003 Barcelona. 
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